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One  of  the  insects  that  has  "been  getting  a  good  deal  of  publicity 
lately  is  the  termite  —  sometimes  called  "the  white  ant."    Most  of  us  have 
been  hearing  awful  rumors  of  this  house-wrecker  that  looks  so  much  like  an 
ant,  this  insect  that  feeds  on  wood  and  may  he  silently  eating  the  founda- 
tions of  our  homes  out  from  under  us.     In  fact,   so  many  termite  stories  have 
been  going  around  that  the  very  sight  of  a  flying  insect  resembling  an  ant 
is  enough  to  strike  terror  to  the  heart  of  any  home-owner. 

You  know  how  rapidly  had  news  travels,  and  how  false  and  exaggerated 
ideas  can  spread.     So  you  can  imagine  that  not  all  this  termite  gossip  is 
correct.    As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  entomologists  of  the  Department  of  Agri- 
culture, who  have  been  making  a  thorough  country-wide  study  of  the  termite, 
find  that  a  great  many  false  ideas  have  spread  generally  over  the  country. 
Termite  queries  pour  into  the  Department  of  Agriculture  all  the  year  round 
but  come  thick  and  fast  in  the  spring  when  the  flying  ants  appear. 


I  am  going  to  list  for  you  today  some  of  the  common  mistaken  ideas 
about  the  termite,  and  then  tell  you  the  facts,  as  the  entomologists  have 
found  them. 


Mistaken  Idea  No.  1:     "Termites  have  been  introduced  into  this  country 
and  are  spreading  from  the  South  to  the  North. " 

The  entomologists  report:     "Termites  have  always  occurred  in  this  coun- 
try, existed  long  before  men.     We  have  found  fossil  termites  in  western  rocks 
which  are  55  million  years  old.     In  Florida,  pellets  of  the  dry-wood  termites 
have  been  found  in  rock  that  geologists  say  is  at  least  20  thousand  years  old. 
Our  native  termites  are  not  spreading  but  are  attracting  more  attention 
because  they  are  doing  more  damage  to  buildings.    Because  man  has  been  destroy- 
ing their  natural  home  in  forest  and  woodland  by  cutting  the  forests,  culti- 
vating the  fields  and  extensive  building,  termites  have  been  forced  to  attack 
buildings  to  find  their  food,        rrhich  is  cellulose,  -    and  shelter.  Actually, 
the  termite  population  has  probably  decreased  as  the  result  of  cutting  the 
forests  and  the  wide  cultivation  of  land." 
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The  entomologists  add  that  subterranean  termites  have  always  caused 
considerable  damage  to  the  woodwork  of  buildings  in  the  Southern  States,  but 
that  because  the  damage  has  become  more  common  and  serious  lately,  the  public 
has  come  to  realize  that  termites  are  a  problem  to  reckon  with  in  the  con- 
struction of  buildings.     People  are  also  coming  to  understand  the  difference 
between  termite  damage  and  "dry  rot"  or  fungous  decay. 

The  second  misconception  many  people  have  about  termites  is  that  you 
can  kill  them  with  insecticides  or  fumigants,  as  you  can  true  ants. 

The  termite  investigation  has  shown  that  no  insecticides  or  fumigants 
are  permanently  effective  against  these  pests.     Termites  attack  the  woodwork 
of  buildings  from  the  ground  in  which  they  live  and  to  which  they  come  and 
go  to  obtain  the  moisture  they  need  for  life.     So  sprays,  gas-producing 
powders,  and  so  on  will  only  reach  a  few  of  them  at  best,  and  they  can  replenish 
1 1   their  ranks  constantly  from  the  ground. 

Still  another  common  mistaken  idea  about  these  insects  is  that  when 
the  winged  adult- termi tes ,  or  "flying  ants",  disappear  all  termite  injury  to 
the  woodwork  of  a  building  or  its  contents  will  end. 

The  termite  investigators  say:     "The  winged  forms  appear  in  a  swarm 
each  spring  and  fall  to  start  new  colonies.     In  buildings  where  they  can  find 
no  moist  earth  to  burrow  into,  they  will  soon  die  and  do  no  harm.     But  the 
wingless,  dirty-white,  ant-like  workers  already  established  in  the  soil  beneath 
or  adjacent  to  a  building  will  continue  to  go  from  the  ground  to  the  sills, 
rafter  and  flooring  above,  and  eat  the  wood  hidden  from  view,  and  in  this  way 
continue  the  damage  to  the  building.     Flying  termites  are  simply  an  evidence 
that  the  building  is  being  damaged,  a  warning  that  the  house  needs  reconstruc- 
tion against  termites." 

And  that  brings  us  to  the  important  conclusion  of  all  the  years  of 
termite  research.     Say  the  entomologists:     "The  effective  way  either  to  prevent 
termites  from  starting  trouble  or  to  end  trouble  that  has  started  is  to  build 
the  house  so  all  wood  is  disconnected  from  the  ground.     Termites  must  have 
means  of  going  back  and  forth  from  the  wood  they  are  eating  to  the  ground 
where  they  can  get  moisture." 

Here  are  the  simple  recommendations  of  the  entomologists  for  building 
to  cut  off  termites.    The  entomologists  recommend:     "First,  that  no  untreated 
wood  shall  be  used  in  foundations,  basements  or  cellars  where  it  comes  in 
contact  with  the  soil;  that  cement  mortar  be  used  in  masonry  foundations; 
that  all  masonry  foundations  be  carped  with  concrete,  mortar  or  slate;  that 
metal  mechanical  barriers  be  placed  over  foundations;  that  sufficient  ventil- 
ation openings  be  provided,  and  that  these  as  well  as  screenings  and  doors 
be  secure  against  termites." 

The  entomologists  also  report  that  termites  infesting  beams  or  other 
wood  will  soon  die  if  the  wood  is  disconnected  from  the  ground.     However,  if 
the  wood  is  kept  moist  bv  other  means  such  as  by  water  leakage,  the  termites 
"ill  continue  to  work  and  thrive.     This  applies  especially  to  damp  corners  of 
tasements  near  outside  water  pipes,  bathrooms,  kitchens  and  the  like. 

If  you  want  further  information  about  repairing  or  building  homes  against 
termites,  write  to  the  Department  of  Agriculture  at  Washington,  D.  C. 


